Indelible Jason Mishler
will always carry, on his body
and in his heart, the ima
of his greatest teacher.
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Perry ReeseJr.

HIS IS a story about a man, and a place
where magic happened. It was magic so pow-
erful that the people there can’t stop going
back over it, trying to figure out who the man
was and what happened right in front of their eyes, and how it’ll
change the time left to them on earth.

See them coming into town to work, or for their cup of coffee at
Boyd & Wurthmann, or to make a deposit at Killbuck Savings?
One mention of his name is all it takes for everything else to stop,
for it all to begin tumbling out. . ..

“I'm afraid we can’t explain what he meant to us. 'm afraid it’s
so deep we can’t bring it into words.”

“It was almost like he was an angel.”

“He was looked on as God.”

There’s Willie Mast. He’s the one to start with. It’s funny, he’ll tell
you, his eyes misting, he was so sure they’d all been hoodwinked
that he almost did what’s unthinkable now—run that man out of
town before the magic had a chance.

All Willie had meant to do was bring some buzz to
Berlin, Ohio, something to look forward to on a Friday
night, for goodness’ sake, in a town without high
school football or a fast-food restaurant, without a
traffic light or even a place to drink a beer, a town doz-
ing in the heart of the largest Amish settlement in the
world. Willie had been raised Amish, but he’d walked
out on the religion at 24—no, he’d peeled out, in an
eight-cylinder roar, when he just couldn’t bear it any-
more, trying to get somewhere in life without a set of
wheels or even a telephone to call for a ride.

He’d jumped the fence, as folks here called it, be-
come a Mennonite and started a trucking company, of
all things, his tractor-trailers roaring past all those
horses and buggies, moving cattle and cold meat over
half the country. But his greatest glory was that day
back in 1982 when he hopped into one of his semis
and moved a legend, Charlie Huggins, into town.
Charlie, the coach who'd won two Ohio state basket-
ball championships with Indian Valley South and one
with Strasburg-Franklin, was coming to tiny Hiland
High. Willie, one of the school’s biggest hoops boost-
ers, had banged the drum for Charlie for months.

And yes, Charlie turned everything around in
those winters of ’82 and ’83, exactly as Willie had
promised, and yes, the hoops talk was warmer and
stronger than the coffee for the first time in 20 years
at Willie’s table of regulars in the Berlin House
restaurant, They didn’t much like it that second year
when Charlie brought in an assistant—a man who'd
helped him in his summer camps and lost his job
when the Catholic school where he coached went
belly-up—who was black. But Charlie was the best
dang high school coach in three states; he must’ve

Berlin wall Reese used baskethall to bridge the gap
between Amish traditions and those of the modern world.
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known something that they didn’t. Nor were they thrilled by the
fact that the black man was a Catholic, in a community whose
children grew up reading tales of how their ancestors were burned
at the stake by Catholics during the Reformation in Europe more
than 400 years ago. But Charlie was a genius. Nor did they cher-
ish the fact that the Catholic black was a loser, 66 times in
83 games with those hapless kids at Guernsey Catholic High
near Cambridge. But Charlie. . . .

Charlie quit. Quit in disgust at an administration that wouldn’t
let players out of their last class 10 minutes early to dress for prac-
tice. But he kept the news to himself until right before the "84
school year began, too late to conduct a proper search for a prop-
er coach. Willie Mast swallowed hard. It was almost as if his man,
Charlie, had pulled a fast one. Berlin’s new basketball coach, the
man with the most important position in a community that had
dug in its heels against change, was an unmarried black Catholic
loser. The only black man in eastern Holmes County.

It wasn’t that Willie hated black people. He'd hardly known any.
“All I'd heard about them,” he’ll tell you, “was riots and lazy” Few
had ever strayed into these parts, and fewer still after that black
stuffed dummy got strung up on the town square in Millersburg, just
up the road, after the Civil War. Maybe twice a vear, back in the




1940s and ’50s, a Jewish rag man had
come rattling down Route 39 in a rickety
truck, scavenging for scrap metal and rags
to sell to filling stations 30 miles north-
east in Canton or 60 miles north in Cleve-
land, and brought along a black man for
the heavy lifting. People stared at him as if
he were green. Kids played Catch the Nig-
ger in their schoolyards without a pang,
and when a handful of adults saw the color
of a couple of Newcomerstown High’s
players a few years before, you know
what word was ringing in those players’ ears as they left the court.
Now, suddenly, this black man in his early 30s was standing in
the middle of a gym jammed with a thousand whites, pulling their
sons by the jerseys until their nostrils and his were an inch apart,
screaming at them. Screaming, “Don’t wanna hear your shoulda-
coulda-wouldas! Get your head outta your butt!” How dare he?
Worse yet, the black man hadn’t finished his college educa-
tion, couldn’t even teach at Hiland High. Why, he was working at
Berlin Wood Products, the job Charlie had arranged for him,
making little red wagons till 2 p.m. each day. “This nigger doesn’t

Berlin's new haskethall
coach was anunmarried

black Catholic loser.
The only black manin
eastern Holmes County.

know how to coach,” a regular at the
Berlin House growled.

Willie agreed. “If he wins, it’s because
of what Charlie built here,” he said.
“What does he know about basketball?”

But what could be done? Plenty of
folks in town seemed to treat the man
with dignity. Sure, they were insular, but
they were some of the most decent and
generous people on earth. The man’s
Amish coworkers at the wood factory
loved him, after they finally got done
staring holes in the back of his head. They slammed Ping-Pong
balls with him on lunch hour, volleyed theology during breaks
and dubbed him the Original Black Amishman. The Hiland High
players seemed to feel the same way.

He was a strange cat, this black man. He had never said a word
when his first apartment in Berlin fell through—the landlord who
had agreed to a lease on the telephone saw the man’s skin and
suddenly remembered that he rented only to families. The man
had kept silent about the cars that pulled up to the little white
house on South Market Street that he moved into instead, about
the screams in the darkness, the voices
threatening him on his telephone and the
false rumors that he was dating their
women. “They might not like us French
Canadians here,” was all he'd say, with a
little smile, when he walked into a place
and felt it turn to ice.

Finally, the ice broke. Willie and a few
pals invited the man to dinner at a fish
joint up in Canton. They had some food
and beers and laughs with him, sent him
on his merry way and then . . . what a co-
incidence: The blue lights flashed in the
black man’s rearview mirror. DUL

Willie’s phone rang the next morning,
but instead of it being a caller with news of
the school board’s action against the new
coach, it was him. Perry Reese Jr. Just let-
ting Willie know that he knew exactly
what had happened the night before. And
that he wouldn’t go away. The school
board, which had caught wind of the plot,
never made a peep. Who was this man?

Some people honestly believed that the
coach was a spy—sent by the feds to keep
an eye on the Amish—or the vanguard of
a plot to bring blacks into Holmes Coun-
ty. Yet he walked around town looking
people in the eyes, smiling and teasing
with easy assurance. He never showed a
trace of the loneliness he must have felt.
When he had a problem with someone,
he went straight to its source. Straight to
Willie Mast in the school parking lot one
night. “So you’re not too sure about me
because I'm black,” he said, and he laid
everything out in front of Willie, about
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racism and how the two of them needed
to get things straight.

Willie blinked. He couldn’t help but ask
himself the question folks all over town
would soon begin to ask: Could I do, or
even dream of doing, what the coach is
doing? Willie couldn’t help but nod when
the black man invited him along to scout
an opponent and stop for a bite to eat, and
couldn’t help but feel good when the man
said he appreciated Willie because he
didn’t double-talk when confronted—
because Willie, he said, was real. Couldn’t help but howl as the
Hiland Hawks kept winning, 49 times in 53 games those first two
years, storming to the 1986 Division IV state semifinal.

Winning, that’s what bought the black man time, what gave the
magic a chance to wisp and curl through town and the rolling fields
around it. That’s what gave him the lard to live through that frigid
winter of ’87. That was the school year when he finally had his de-
gree and began teaching history and current events in a way they’d
never been taught in eastern Holmes County, the year the Hawks
went 3-18 and the vermin came crawling back out of the base-
boards. Damn if Willie wasn’t the first at the ramparts to defend
him, and damn if that black Catholic loser didn’t turn things right
back around the next season and never knew a losing one again.

How? By pouring Charlie Huggins’s molasses offense down
the drain. By runnin’ and gunnin’, chucking up threes, full-court
pressing from buzzer to buzzer—with an annual litter of runts,

The Hawks’ Nest,
Hiland's old gym, hecame
a loony bin, the one place
aMennonite could go to
sweat, shriek and squeal.

of spindly, short, close-cropped Men-
nonites! That’s what most of his players
were: the children, grandchildren and
great-grandchildren of Amish who, like
Willie, had jumped the fence and en-
dured the ostracism that went with it.
Mennonites believed in many of the
same shall-nots as the Amish: A man
shall not be baptized until he’s old
enough to choose it, nor resort to vio-
lence even if his government demands
it, nor turn his back on community, fam-
ily, humility, discipline and orderliness. But the Mennonites had
decided that unlike the Amish, they could continue schooling
past the eighth grade, turn on a light switch or a car ignition,
pick up a phone and even, except the most conservative of them,
pull on a pair of shorts and beat the pants off an opponent on
the hardwood court without drifting into the devil’s embrace.
The Hawks’ Nest, Hiland’s tiny old gym, became what Willie
had always dreamed it would be: a loony bin, the one place a
Mennonite could go to sweat and shriek and squeal; sold out year
after year, with fans jamming the hallway and snaking out the
door as they waited for the gym to open, then stampeding for the
best seats an hour before the six o’clock jayvee game; reporters
and visiting coaches and scouts sardined above them in wooden
lofts they had to scale ladders to reach; spillover pouring into the
auditorium beside the gym to watch on a video feed as noise thun-
dered through the wall. A few dozen teenage Amish boys, taking
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Hoops fever A run-and-gun attack—this year including Chris Miller
(21, opposite) —and rabid fans are part of Reese’s legacy in Berlin.

advantage of the one time in their lives when elders allowed them
to behold the modern world, and 16-year-old cheerleaders’ legs,
would be packed shoulder to shoulder in two corners of the gym
at the school they weren’t permitted to attend. Even a few Amish
men, Lord save their souls, would tie up the horses and buggies
across the street at Yoder’s Lumber and slink into the Nest. And
plenty more at home would tell the missus that they’d just re-
membered a task in the barn, then click on a radio stashed in the
hay and catch the game on WKLM.

Something had dawned on Willie, sitting in his front-row seat, and
on everyone else in town. The black man’s values were virtually the
same as theirs. Humility? No coach ever moved so fast to duck
praise or bolt outside the frame of a team picture. Unselfishness?
The principal might as well have taken the coach’s salary to pep
rallies and flung it in the air—most of it ended up in the kids” hands
anyway. Reverence? No congregation ever huddled and sang out
the Lord’s Prayer with the crispness and cadence that the Hawks did
before and after every game. Family? When Chester Mullet, Hi-
land’s star guard in '96, only hugged his mom on parents’ night,
Perry gave him a choice: Kiss her or take a seat on the bench. Work
ethic? The day and season never seemed to end, from 6 a.m. prac-
tices to 10 p.m. curfews, from puke buckets and running drills in au-
tumn to two-a-days in early winter to camps and leagues and an
open gym every summer day. He out-Amished the Amish, out-
Mennonited the Mennonites, and everyone, even those who'd never
sniffed a locker in their lives, took to calling the black man Coach.

Ask Willie. “Most of the petty divisions around here disappeared
because of Coach,” he’ll tell you. “He pulled us all together. Some
folks didn’t like me, but I was respected more because he respect-
ed me. When my dad died, Coach was right there, kneeling beside
the coffin, crossing himself. He put his arm right around my mom—
she’s Amish—and she couldn’t get over that. When she died, he
was the first one there. He did that for all sorts of folks. I came to
realize that color’s not a big deal. I took him for my best friend.”

And that man in Willie’s coffee clan who'd held out longest, the
one given to calling Coach a nigger? By Coach’s fifth year, the man’s
son was a Hawk, the Hawks were on another roll, and the man
had seen firsthand the effect Coach had on kids. He cleared his
throat one morning at the Berlin House; he had something to say.

“He’s not a nigger anymore.”

THE MAGIC didn’t stop with a nigger turning into a man and a
man into a best friend. It kept widening and deepening. Kevin
Troyer won’t cry when he tells you about it, as the others do. They
were brought up to hold that back, but maybe his training was
better. He just lays out the story, beginning that autumn day
10 years ago when he was 16, and Coach sat him in the front seat
of his Jeep, looked in his eyes and said, “Tell me the truth.”

Someone had broken into Candles Hardware and R&R Sports
and stolen merchandise. Whispers around town shocked even the
whisperers: that the culprits were their heroes, kids who could
walk into any restaurant in Berlin and never have to pay. They’d
denied it over and over, and Coach had come to their defense . ..
but now even he had begun to wonder.

A priest. That’s what he’d told a few friends he would be if he
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call a timeout—the man could never bear
to show a wisp of doubt. At halftime he
slammed the locker-room door so hard
that it came off its hinges, then he kicked
a crater in a trash can, sent water bottles
flying, grabbed jerseys and screamed so
loud that the echoes peeled paint. Kevin
and his mates did what all Hawks did:
gazed straight into Coach’s eyes and nod-
ded. They knew in their bones how small
his wrath was, held up against his love.
They burst from that locker room like
jackals, tore Lakeland to bits and handily won the next two games
to reach the state semis, The world came to a halt in Berlin.

How far can a bellyful of hunger and a chestful of mission take
a team before reality steps in and stops it? In the state semifinal in
Columbus, against a Lima Central Catholic bunch loaded with kids
quicker and thicker and taller and darker, led by the rattlesnake-
sudden Hutchins brothers, Aaron and all-stater Anthony, the Hawks
were cooked. They trailed 62-55 with 38 seconds left as Hiland
fans trickled out in despair and Lima’s surged to the box-office win-
dows to snatch up tickets for the final. Lima called timeout to dot
its i’s and cross its t's, and there stood Coach in the Hiland hud-
dle, gazing down at a dozen forlorn boys. He spoke more calmly
than they'd ever heard him, and the fear and hopelessness leaked out
of them as they stared into his eyes and drank in his plan. What
happened next made you know that everything the bootlegger priest
stood for—bucking the tide, believing in yourself and possibility—
had worked its way from inside him to inside them.

Nevin Mishler, who would sit around the campfire in Coach’s
backyard talking about life till 2 a.m. on Friday nights, dropped in
a rainbow three with 27 seconds left to cut the deficit to four.
Timeout, calm words, quick foul. Lima’s Anthony Hutchins blew
the front end of a one-and-one.

Something had dawned
on everyone in town.

The black man’s
values were virtually
the same as theirs.

—

Eleven seconds left. Jr. Raber, whose
wish as a boy was to be black, just like
Coach, banked in a driving, leaning buck-
et and was fouled. He drained the free
throw. Lima’s lead was down to one.
Timeout, calm words, quick foul. Aaron
Hutchins missed another one-and-one.

Nine ticks left. Kevin Troyer, who
would end up going to college and be-
coming a teacher and coach because of
Coach, tore down the rebound and threw
the outlet to Nevin Mishler.

Seven seconds left. Nevin turned to dribble, only to be am-
bushed before half-court by Aaron Hutchins, the wounded rat-
tler, who struck and smacked away the ball.

Five seconds left, the ball and the season and salvation skittering
away as Nevin, who cared more about letting down Coach than let-
ting down his parents, hurled his body across the wood and swat-
ted the ball back toward Kevin Troyer. Kevin, who almost never hit
the floor, who had been pushed by Coach for years to give more,
lunged and collided with Anthony Hutchins, then spun and heaved
the ball behind his back to Jr. Raber as Kevin fell to the floor.

Three seconds left. Jr. took three dribbles and heaved up the
impossible, an off-balance 35-footer with two defenders in his
face, a shot that fell far short at the buzzer . . . but he was fouled. He
swished all three free throws, and the Hawks won, they won—no
matter how many times Lima fans waiting outside for tickets in-
sisted to Hiland fans that it couldn’t be true—and two days later
won the only state title in school history, by three points over
Gilmour Academy, on fumes, pure fumes.

In the aisles, people danced who were forbidden to dance. The
plaque commemorating the crowning achievement of Coach’s life
went straight into the hands of Joe Workman, a water and towel
boy. Kevin Troyer and his teammates jumped Coach before he
could sneak off, hugging him and
kissing him and rubbing his head,
but he had the last laugh. The
9 a.m. noogies would hurt even
more those next nine years, dang
that championship ring.

SOMEONE WOULD come and
steal the magic. Some big-cheese
high school or college would take
Coach away—they knew it, they
just knew it. It all seems so silly
now, Steve Mullet says. It might
take Steve the last half of his life
to finish that slow, dazed shake of
his head.

Berlin, you see, was a secret no
more by the mid-1990s. Too much
winning by Coach, too many
tourists pouring in to peer at the
men in black hats and black bug-

Bookworms Reese's players used
to read to the Amish children at the
Chestnut Ridge elementary school.




gies. Two traffic lights had gone up, along with a Burger King and
a couple dozen gift shops, and God knows how many restaurants
and inns with the word Dutch on their shingles to reel in the
rubberneckers. Even the Berlin House, where Willie Mast and
the boys gathered, was now the Dutch Country Kitchen.

Here they came, the city slickers. Offering Coach big raises
and the chance to hush that whisper in his head: Why keep work-
ing with disciplined, two-parent white kids when children of his
own race were being devoured by drugs and despair for want of
someone like him? Akron Hoban wanted him. So did Canton
McKinley, the biggest school in the city where Coach had grown
up, and Canton Timken, the high school he attended. They want-
ed to take the man who’d transformed Steve Mullet’s family,
turned it into something a simple and sincere country fellow had
never dreamed it might be. His first two sons were in college,
thanks to Coach, and his third one, another guard at Hiland,
would likely soon be too. Didn’t Steve owe it to that third boy,
Carlos, to keep Coach here? Didn’t he owe it to all the fathers of
all the little boys around Berlin?

Coach had a way of stirring Steve’s anxiety and the stew of
rumors. He would walk slow and wounded through each April
after he’d driven another team of runts to a conference crown,
won two or three postseason games, and then yielded to the facts
of the matter, to some school with nearly twice as many students
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World of their fathers At Mullet's auction barn, Berlin’s future
Amish farmers can get early lessons in the value of horseflesh.

and a couple of 6' 5" studs. “It’s time for a change.” he’d sigh.
“You guys don’t need me anymore.”

Maybe all missionaries are restless souls, one eye on the hori-
zon, looking for who needs them most. Perhaps Coach was try-
ing to smoke out even the slightest trace of misgivings about him,
so he could be sure to leave before he was ever asked to. But Steve
Mullet and eastern Holmes County couldn’t take that chance. They
had to act. Steve, a dairy farmer most of his life, knew about fenc-
ing. But how do you fence in a man when no one really under-
stands why he’s there, or what he came from?

Who was Coach’s family? What about his past? Why did praise
and attention make him so uneasy? The whole community won-
dered, but in Berlin it was disrespectful to pry. Canton was only
a 45-minute hop away, yet Steve had never seen a parent or a
sibling of Coach’s, a girlfriend or even a childhood pal. The boot-
legger priest was a man of mystery and moods as well as a wide-
open door. He’d ask you how your grandma, sister and uncle
were every time you met, but you weren’t supposed to inquire
about his—you just sensed it. His birthday? He wouldn’t say. His
age? Who knew? It changed every time he was asked. But his
loneliness, that at last began to show.
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Tough love Reese’s players—and their parents—took his tirades in stride.
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Coach’s teasing and advice, on his cards and flowers
and prayers when their loved ones were sick or their
children had them at wit’s end, and they did what they
could to keep him in town. “I wish we could find a
way to make you feel this is your family, that this is
where you belong,” Peg wrote him. “If you leave.” she'd
say, “who’s going to make our kids think?” The women
left groceries and gifts on his porch, homemade
chocolate-chip cookies on his kitchen table, invited
him to their homes on Sundays and holidays no mat-
ter how often he begged off, never wanting to impose.

But they all had to do more, Steve decided, picking
up his phone to mobilize the men. For God’s sake,
Coach made only $28,000 a year. In the grand tradition
of Mennonites and Amish, they rushed to answer the
community call. They paid his rent, one month per
donor; it was so easy to find volunteers that they had a
waiting list. They replaced his garage when a leaf fire
sent it up in flames; it sent him up a wall when he
couldn’t learn the charity’s source. They passed the hat
for that sparkling new gym at Hiland, and they didn’t
stop till the hat was stuffed with 1.6 million bucks. Steve
Mullet eventually had Coach move into a big old farm-
house he owned. But first Steve and Willie Mast had
another brainstorm: road trip. Why not give Coach a
couple of days’ escape from their cornfields and his
sainthood, and show him how much they cared?

That’s how Steve, a Conservative Mennonite in his
mid-40s, married to a woman who didn’t stick her head
out in public unless it was beneath a prayer veil, found
himself on Bourbon Street in New Orleans. Standing
beside Willie and behind Coach, his heartbeat rising
and stomach fluttering as he watched Coach suck down
a Hurricane and cock his head outside a string of bars,
listening for the chord that would pull him inside.

Coach nodded. This was the one. This blues bar. He
pushed open the door. Music and smoke and beer
musk belched out. Steve looked at Willie, You could
go to hell for this, from everything they’d both been
taught. Willie just nodded.
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There were whispers, of course. Some claimed he’d nearly mar-
ried a flight attendant, then beat a cold-footed retreat. A black
woman appeared in the stands once, set the grapevine sizzling,
then was never glimpsed again. Steve and his pals loved to tease
Coach whenever they all made the 20-mile drive to Dinofo’s, a
pizza and pasta joint in Dover, and came face to face with that
wild black waitress, Rosie. “When you gonna give it up?” she’d
yelp at Coach. “When you gonna let me have it?”

He’d grin and shake his head, tell her it would be so good it
would spoil her for life. Perhaps it was too scary, for a man who
gave so much to so many, to carve it down to one. Maybe Jeff Pratt,
the Hiland English teacher, had it right. Loving with detachment,
he called it. So many people could be close to him, because no
one was allowed too close.

A circle of women in Berlin looked on him almost as a brother—
women such as Nancy Mishler, mother of the twins from the 92
title team, and Peg Brand, the school secretary, and Shelly Miller,
wife of the booster club’s president, Alan. They came to count on
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They wedged into a whorl of colors and types of hu-
manity. When Steve was a boy, he'd seen blacks only after his par-
ents jumped the fence, became Mennonites and took the family in
their car each summer to a city zoo. Nothing cruel about blacks
was ever said. Steve’s parents simply pulled him closer when they
were near, filled him with a feeling: Our kind and theirs don’t
mix. Now there were blacks pressed against his shoulders, blacks
on microphones screaming lust and heartache into Steve’s ears,
blacks pounding rhythm through the floorboards and up into his
knees. People touching, people gyrating their hips. You could go
to hell for this. Steve looked at Willie as Coach headed to the bath-
room. “I can’t take this,” Steve said.

“It’s Coach’s time, bub,” Willie said.

Coach came back, smelled Steve’s uneasiness and knew what to
do. “Liven up,” he barked and grinned. They got some beers, and
it was just like the Hawks’ radio play-by-play man, Mark Lon-
singer, always said: Coach stood out in a room the instant he
walked in, even though he did everything to deflect it. Soon Coach
had the folks nearby convinced that he was Black Amish, a high-



ly obscure sect, and Steve, swallowing his
laughter, sealing the deal with a few time-
ly bursts of Pennsylvania Dutch, had
them believing the three of them had
made it to New Orleans from Ohio in a
buggy. Before you knew it, it was nearly
midnight, and Steve’s head was bobbing,
his feet tapping, his funk found deep be-
neath all those layers of mashed potatoes.
You know what, he was telling Willie, this
Bourbon Street and this blues music re-
ally aren’t so bad, and isn’t it nice, too,
how those folks found out that Mennonites aren’t Martians?

When they pulled back into Coach’s driveway after days filled
with laughter and camaraderie, Steve glanced at Willie and sighed,
“Well, now we return to our wives.”

“You're the lucky ones,” said Coach. “Don’t you ever forget that”

Steve realized something when they returned from the road:
It wasn’t the road to ruin. He felt more space inside himself,
plenty enough room for the black friends his sons began bring-
ing home from college for the weekend. He realized it again the
next year, when they returned to Bourbon Street, and the next,
when they went once more, and the one after that as well. “Some
things that I was taught were strictly no-nos . . . they’re not sins.”
Steve will tell you. “All I know is that it all seemed right to do
with him.”

Funny how far that feeling had fanned, how many old, deep
lines had blurred in Berlin, and what occurred in a dry community
when Coach overdid it one night four years ago and tried one last
time to leave. “I screwed up,” he told school superintendent Gary
Sterrett after he got that second DUI, 14 miles up the road in Sugar
Creek. “You need to take my job.”

What happened was sort of like what happened the time the
ball rolled toward the Hawks’ bench in a game they were fum-
bling away that year at Garaway High,
and Coach pulled back his leg and
kicked the ball so hard that it hissed past
a referee’s ear and slammed off the wall,
the gym hushing in anticipation of the
technical foul and the ejection. But noth-
ing happened. The two refs had such
enormous respect for Coach, they pre-
tended it away.

He apologized to every player and to
every player’s parents for the DUI. Steve
never mentioned it. The community never
said a word. It was pretended away.

THEY'VE COMBED through the events
a thousand times, lain in bed at night tear-
ing themselves and God to shreds. There
were clues, after all, and it was their job
to notice things Coach was too stubborn
to admit. They thought, when he holed
up in his motel room for three days in

Spreading the gospel Players on

the Hiland bench wear reminders of Reese’s
teachings on their backs during games.

“Iwish we could make you
feel thisis your family,”

Brand wrote to Reese. “If
you leave, who's going fo
make our kids think?”

Columbus last March, that it was merely
one of his postseason moods, darker than
ever after falling one game shy, for the
third straight year, of playing for the state
title. They thought he was still brooding
two months later when, preoccupied and
suffering from a cold he couldn’t shake,
he started scrambling names and dates
and getting lost on country roads.

It all came to a head one Saturday last
June, when he climbed into another rent-
ed tux because Phil Mishler, just like 50
or 60 kids before him, had to have Coach in his wedding party.
At the reception, Coach offered his hand to Tom Mullet and said,
“I'm Perry Reese ]Jr., Hiland High basketball coach.” Tom Mullet
had been Hiland’s assistant athletic director for 10 years.

Phone lines buzzed that Sunday. People began comparing
notes, discovering new oddities. On Monday night two of Coach’s
best friends, Dave Schlabach and Brian Hummel, headed to
Mount Hope and the old farmhouse Coach had moved into just
outside Berlin, the only house with lights in a community of
Amish. They found him shivering in a blanket, glassy-eyed and
mumbling nonsense.

Their worst possible fears . . . well, it went beyond all of them.
Brain tumor. Malignant. Inoperable. Four to eight months to live,
the doctors at Canton’s Aultman Hospital said. You can’t bring
down a sledgehammer faster than that.

Jason Mishler, Coach’s starting point guard the past two years,
was the first kid to find out. He stationed himself in the chair be-
side Coach’s bed, wouldn’t budge all night and most of the next
day. His cousin Kevin Mishler, from the state championship team,
dropped his vacation on Hilton Head Island, S.C., and flew back.
Dave Jaberg, who had played for Hiland a few years before that,
dropped the bonds he was trading in Chicago and drove for six




hours. Jr. Raber was on the first plane from
Atlanta. Think a moment. How many teach-
ers or coaches would you do that for?

The nurses and doctors were stupefied—
didn’t folks know you couldn’t fit a town in-
side a hospital room? Coach’s friends filled
the lobby, the elevator, the halls and the wait-
ing room. It was like a Hiland basketball
game, only everyone was crying. Coach kept
fading in and out, blinking up at another set
of teary eyes and croaking, “What’s new?”

What do people pray for when doctors don’t
give them a prayer? They swung for the fences. The Big M, a mir-
acle. Some begged for it. Some demanded it. A thousand people
attended a prayer vigil in the gym and took turns on the micro-
phone. Never had so much anger and anguish risen from Berlin
and gone straight at God.

Steroids shrank the tumor enough for Coach to return home,
where another throng of folks waited, each telling the other tales
of what Coach had done to change his life, each shocked to find
how many considered him their best friend. When he walked
through his front door and saw the wheelchair, the portable com-
mode, the hospital bed and the chart Peg Brand had made, divid-
ing the community’s 24-hour care for Coach into six-hour shifts, he
sobbed. The giving was finished. Now all he could do was take.

Go home, he ordered them. Go back to your families and lives.
He called them names. They knew him well enough to know how
loathsome it was for him to be the center of attention, the needy
one. But they also knew what he would do if one of them were
dying. They decided to keep coming anyway. They were family.
Even more in his dying than in his living, they were fused.

They cooked for him, planned a trip to New York City he’d al-
ways dreamed of making, prayed and cried themselves to sleep.
They fired off e-mails to churches across the country, recruited
entire congregations who’d never heard of Coach to pray for the
Big M. Louise Conway, grandmother of a player named Jared
Coblentz, woke up three or four times a night, her heart thump-
ing so hard that she had to drop to her
knees and chew God’s ear about Coach
before she could drop back to sleep. Peo-
ple combed the Internet for little-known
treatments, They were going to hoist a
three at the buzzer and get fouled.

Coach? He did the strangest thing. He
took two radiation treatments and
stopped. He refused the alternative treat-
ments, no matter how much people cried
and begged and flung his own lessons in
his face. Two other doctors had con-
firmed his fate, and damned if he was
going to be helpless for long if he could
help it. “Don’t you understand?” he told
a buddy, Doug Klar. “It’s O.K. This is how
it’s supposed to be.”

He finally had a plan, one that would

Coaching change Jordan (right), adopted
by the Millers, plays with his brother Cameron
as sister McKenzie and mother Shelly look on.

How much, in the
end, was changed

by this one man? In
Berlin, they’re still
tallying that one up.

PerryReese.Jr.

make his death like his life, one that would
mean the giving wasn’t finished. He initi-
ated a foundation, a college scholarship
fund for those in need, started it rolling with
his $30.,000 life savings and, after swal-
lowing hard, allowed it to be named after
him on one condition: that it be kept secret
until he was dead.

He had no way to keep all the puzzle
pieces of his life in boxes now; dying shook
them out. Folks found out, for instance, that
he turned 48 last August. They were shocked
to meet two half sisters they’d never heard of. They were glad fi-
nally to see Coach’s younger sister, Audrey Johnson, whose pic-
ture was on his refrigerator door and who was studying to be a so-
cial worker, and his younger brother, Chris, who helps run group
homes for people who can’t fend for themselves and who took a
leave of absence to care for Coach.

It turned out that Audrey had made a couple of quiet visits a
year to Coach and that the family had gathered for a few hours
on holidays; there were no dark or splintering secrets. He came
from two strict parents who’d died in the *80s—his dad had
worked in a Canton steel mill—and had a mixed-race aunt on one
side of the family and a white grandfather on the other. But there
were never quite enough pieces of the puzzle for anyone to put
them together on a table and get a clean picture.

Coach’s family was shocked to learn a few things too. Like how
many conservative rural white folks had taken a black man into
their hearts. “Amazing,” said Jennifer Betha, his half sister, a su-
pervisor for Head Start. “And so many loving, respectful, well-
mannered children around him. They were like miniature Perrys!
Our family was the independent sort, all kind of went our own
ways. | never realized how easy it is to get to Berlin from Canton,
how close it is. What a waste. Why didn’t we come before?”

Coach had two good months, thanks to the steroids. Berlin
people spent them believing that God had heard them, and that
the miracle had come. Coach spent the months telling hundreds




PerryReeseJr.

of visitors how much he cared about
them, making one last 1 a.m. Ninja Run
and packing his life into 10 neat card-
board boxes.

The first week of August, he defied doc-
tors’ orders not to drive and slipped into
the empty school. Gerald Miller, his buddy
and old boss at the wagon factory, found
him later that day at home, tears stream-
ing down his cheeks. “Worst day of my
life,” Coach said. “Worse than finding out
about this thing in my head. I cleaned out
my desk. I can’t believe it. 'm not gonna teach anymore. I'm done.”

In early September the tumor finally had its way. He began
slurring words, falling down, losing the use of his right hand and
leg, then his eyesight. “How are you doing?” he kept asking his
visitors, on blind instinct. “Is there anything I can do for you?”
Till the end he heard the door open and close, open and close,
and felt the hands, wrapped around his, doing that too.

On the day he died, Nov. 22, just over a week before the
Hawks’ first basketball game and 17 years after he first walked
through their doors, Hiland looked like one of those schools in
the news in which a kid has walked through the halls with an

The mourning season This year’s Hawks struggle with their grief in different ways.

Hard fo believe, an
outsider becoming

the moral compass of a
people with all those
rules on how fo live right.

quit going to church for months, then fig-
ured out that it might be greedy to demand
a miracle when you’ve been looking at one
all your life. Tattoo parlors added Men-
nonites to their clientele. Jr. Raber stares at
the R.LP. with a P beneath it on his chest
every morning when he looks into the mir-
ror of his apartment in Atlanta. Jason
Mishler rubs the image of Coach’s face on
the top of his left arm during the national
anthem before every game he plays at
West Liberty (W.Va.) State.

The scholarship fund has begun to swell. Half the schools Hi-
land has played this season have chipped in checks of $500 or
$600, while refs for the girls’ basketball games frequently hand
back their $55 checks for the pot.

Then there’s the bigger stuff. Kevin Troyer has decided that some-
day, rather than teach and coach around Berlin, he'll reverse Coach’s
path and do it with black kids up in Canton. Funny, the question he
asked himself that led to his decision was the same one that so
many in Berlin ask themselves when they confront a dilemma:
What would Coach do? Hard to believe, an outsider becoming the
moral compass of a people with all those rules on how to live right.

And the even bigger stuff. Like Shelly
and Alan Miller adopting a biracial boy
10 years ago over in Walnut Creek, a boy
that Coach had taken under his wing.
And the Keims over in Charm adopting
two black boys, and the Schrocks in
Berlin adopting four black girls, and the
Masts just west of town adopting two
black girls, and Chris Miller in Walnut
Creek adopting a black girl. Who knows?
Maybe some of them would have done it
had there never been a Perry Reese Jr.,
but none of them would have been too
sure that it was possible.

“When refugees came to America,” the
town psychologist, Elvin Coblentz, says,
“the first thing they saw was the Statue of
Liberty. It did something to them—became
a memory and a goal to strive for your
best, to give your all, because everything’s

automatic weapon. Six ministers and three counselors walked
around hugging and whispering to children who were huddled
in the hallway erying or staring into space, to teachers sobbing
in the bathrooms, to secretaries who couldn’t bear it and had to
run out the door.

AN OLD nettle digs at most every human heart: the urge to give
oneself to the world rather than to only a few close people. In the
end, unable to bear the personal cost, most of us find a way to ig-
nore the prickle, comforting ourselves that so little can be changed
by one woman or one man anyway.

How much, in the end, was changed by this one man? In Berlin,
they’re still tallying that one up. Jared Coblentz, who might have
been the Hawks’ sixth man this year, quit because he couldn’t play
for anyone other than Coach. Jason Mishler was so furious that he
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possible. That’s what Coach is to us”

At the funeral, just before Communion, Father Ron Aubry gazed
across St. Peter, Coach’s Catholic church in Millersburg. The priest
knew that what he wanted to do wasn’t allowed, and that he could
getin trouble. But he knew Coach too. So he did it: invited every-
one up to receive the holy wafer.

Steve Mullet glanced at his wife, in her simple clothing and
veil. “Why not?” she whispered. After all, the service wasn’t the
bizarre ritual they had been led to believe it was, wasn’t all that
different from their own. Still, Steve hesitated. He glanced at
Willie Mast. “Would Coach want us to?” Steve whispered.

“You got ‘er, bub,” said Willie.

So they rose and joined all the black Baptists and white
Catholics pouring toward the altar, all the basketball players, all
the Mennonites young and old. Busting laws left and right, bust-
ing straight into the kingdom of heaven. u]




